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The Lost City: photographed by the author using black-and-white Fuji film and a Nikon camera, circa 1980. Most of the original collection was lost in a flood.
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Sally Rand: performing the infamous dance for which she was repeatedly arrested.

Crowd waiting to welcome Italo Balbo in Chicago: ©Arnoldo Mondadori Editore S.p./agefotostock.

Balbo smoking: photographed in Chicago, July 16, 1933, cropped by the author. Standing next to Balbo were Father Aristo Simoni and an unidentified woman.
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The Author

She covered her face.

She tore the damp stuffing out of the past and filled her fists with synonyms. Flung words like confetti, like fairytale feathers, repeating herself again and again.

She believed, in this way, she could bring back the dead, if just this once.




PART ONE 

THE CITY TOWARD WHICH MY JOURNEY TENDS


If I tell you that the city toward which my journey tends is discontinuous in space and time, now scattered, now more condensed, you must not believe the search for it can stop.

—Italo Calvino, Invisible Cities






The Beautiful City of Serena

In the beautiful city of Serena, every old woman wears a mask. The body may yet appear lithe in slacks, in silks, in exquisitely calculated jackets; the gait still steady in the cleverest shoes. The hair is calibrated to perfection, dyed, snipped. And yet the face—the face!—cannot be made to please the eye, not by needle, by knife, nor emollient, unguent, pressure, laser, poison, paint. And so the old women go about in vivid masks: the poor in the primary colors; the wealthy in the jewel tones, garnet and sapphire, emerald, all of it fired in the city’s famous ovens. Feathers may be added for effect. Time was, the old women removed their masks at night, in the dark, but now it is the law that they must wear them, even to sleep, even to dream. The hands must be gloved. The toes must be sheathed. The old women may be sixty or ninety, or two-hundred and ten. Despite their wild hues, no one sees them at all.




When Words Clung to Paper

The water rose slowly at first and then in a rush. This had happened so often that now we evacuated quickly, with maximum efficiency: children in hand, the papers stating our identity, laptops, cash, a few ragged photos, snacks.

Off we went, up the desolate peak to wait and complain. Days, weeks. New children were born. Time swam.

Nothing was drying.

Rain became snow, and the water was sealed with an icy crust. The city remained submerged. 
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By springtime, those who were judged to be physically fit were suited up with oxygen, with axes, with flippers and facemasks, to see what they could salvage. A powerful current flowed throughout the city. Remains floated past: suggestions of flesh, food, clothing, upholstery livid with rot, and life’s little luxuries, books with words washed off.

It goes without saying, the old people couldn’t manage this task. They were too brittle, too afflicted with nostalgia to be trusted. Really, the children were best at this. They were quickest at cracking and slipping through windows, a crevice, a hall, nimblest at grabbing this and that, eluding their flippering mothers. Men in their muscular prime held contests for speed and élan, breaking the surface, effulgent with news.

The city endured! Tall towers of commerce, their rooftop antennas hundreds of feet underwater, boardrooms sunk in muck and slime, were nevertheless remediable, the luxury condos (water views, all!), the domed and spired houses of worship, retail emporiums, theaters, the city’s vast cities of the dead, angel and marble, the radial suburbs, why, even the hovels of the poor were bloated but whole, like castles for fish. The fish were dead, but this did not matter.

Our leaders convened. They reported that a plan had been hatched. 
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The old folks would die on the desolate peak, dreaming of a long-lost—and frankly, mostly fictional—youth, but this could not be helped.

Oxygen was plentiful for everyone who chose to reside in the underwater city, embracing the future, partaking at the newly constructed municipal tanks.

Soon there were experts in aqueous disruption, and smart new metrics for business and life. In just a short while, we were told, we would develop new muscles, new skills, new habits of breathing. The children, of course, would be first to adapt. Every generation would continue to improve until the skin grew slick, until the blood grew cold, until the tanks were obsolete. The old ways would be completely forgotten. No one would recall when the city stood on land, when words clung to paper, when birds might be heard from afar.




The Second City (1933–34)

1. The Fan Dancer

In the beginning, the dancer used fans. The fans were made of feathers. The feathers were ostrich. So skilled was the dancer in moving the fans back and forth in front of her body that people believed she was naked beneath them.

This was an illusion, a trick of the eye.

In the beginning, the dancer was a classical performer who failed to earn a living. In the beginning, the dancer was a girl. In the beginning, the dancer was an egg. In the beginning, the dancer was seed. In the beginning, the dancer was weightless, unseeable, and boundless.

Never mind. The beginning makes no difference for the purpose of this story. The stage where this story takes place, where the dancer performed with her fans, was in “The Streets of Paris.” The dancer was not French—not at the time of the story, nor in the beginning. The stage where this dance was performed was not in Paris, nor in France, nor in the streets, nor in Berlin with its famously risqué cabarets, nor in Brussels, or Vienna, or Warsaw, nor anywhere in Europe. In fact, “The Streets of Paris” could be found across an ocean, at the great world’s fair called The Century of Progress. Over the course of a summer, millions of citizens crowded into temporary structures—which, in the beginning, had been nothing—to celebrate a vision of the future, and also to enjoy a bit of naughty entertainment.

Night after night, the dancer was arrested. Her ostrich-feather act was deemed indecent.

The following summer, The Century of Progress re-opened for its second and final season in Chicago. It was 1934. The feather-fans were gone but not the dancer. She had changed her act and was dancing in a bubble.

2. The Intended 

The babies were in the machines in there, pristine behind glass.

The crowd pressed ahead.

“Will you look at them now,” he said to me.

I looked at him. His damp brow. Dark eyes. The face filled with something other than wonder, it seemed to me. Rebuke, perhaps. Or grief. Maybe grief, come to think of it. The cut of the hair. A shadow, arid, under the flesh, the angle of the jaw that was familiar to me.

I had been here before—the halls, the lines, the spectacle of infant incubation, thrall of the heat. I thought everyone had, that second summer of the fair. The air smelled of perfume, of molten gardenia, and also of sweat.

There was a woman selling salt.

The babies were stirring ever so slightly, each in isolation.

“Imagine,” he said.

Weight, breath: The nurses were jotting all the necessary factors.

I, of course, agreed with him, although I did not know what I’d agreed to.

Oh, what a fair! They called it the Century of Progress: a view of the future. Halfway to 1935, July in a curdle. The Sky Ride over the whole of the lakefront. Lights, sweets. The jewel
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